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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR SORTING E-MAIL 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to 
electronic mail ("e-mail") server systems, and more 
particularly, to systems and methods for intelligently 
sorting Internet e-mail. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Over the past fifteen years, the use of e-mail 
has experienced tremendous growth. People regularly send 
and receive e-mails at all times of the day from work, 
from home, and even from e-mail enabled mobile devices. 
Indeed, for many people, e-mail has become a primary 
means of communication . 

While e-mail is a great technology and has 
enhanced communication in our society, it does not come 
without cost. As an example, e-mail users spend 
significant amounts of time reviewing and replying to the 
numerous e-mails that they receive daily. This task has 
been made more cumbersome and time consuming by the large 
quantities of junk e-mail, or SPAM, which continuously 
flow into e-mail in-boxes . E-mail users must sort 
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through all of the SPAM in order to get to the e-mail 
that they desire to see. 

Applicant has recognized that there is a need 
in the art for systems and methods for automatically 
sorting e-mail so that a user can more quickly access the 
e-mails that he or she wishes to review. More 
specifically, Applicant has recognized the need in the 
art for systems and methods that automatically sort e- 
mail into classifications based upon whether the e-mail 
is from a personal contact, i.e. someone that that the 
user knows, whether the e-mail is from a commercial 
vendor from whom the user has indicated that he or she 
wishes to accept commercial e-mail, or whether the e-mail 
is from an unknown source. A system with these features 
would allow users to disregard junk e-mail and go 
directly to the e-mail in which he or she is interested. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Briefly, the present invention meets these and 
other needs in the art . 

Generally, the invention relates to systems and 
methods for intelligently sorting e-mail. In an 
embodiment of the invention, the system comprises an e- 
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mail server and e-mail client for sending and receiving 
e-mail. E-mail is received at the e-mail server and 
periodically downloaded upon request from the e-mail 
client. Prior to presenting the e-mails to the user, the 
5 client sorts the e-mail into classifications based upon 

whether the e-mail is from a personal contact, i.e. 
someone that that the user knows, whether the e-mail is 
from a commercial vendor that has registered to send e- 
mail to the user, or whether the e-mail is from an 

10 unknown source. With e-mail sorted in this manner, it is 

much easer for the user to locate the e-mail that he or 
she desires to review. 

According to an aspect of the invention, 
providers of e-mail may be registered to forward e-mail 

15 to users. The registration may be a generic automated 

process or an individualized process by which users 
specify the particulars of registration for each web 
site. E-mail received from registered sources is sorted 
and presented separately from commercial e-mail that is 

20 not registered. For example, the web site www. usair . com 

may become registered to send e-mails to a user. During 
the registration process, the web site is assigned a 
vendor registration code. Accordingly, when an e-mail is 
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forwarded from the site www.usair.com , it should include 
the vendor registration code. The e-mail client 
recognizes the code and presents the e-mail from 
www.usair.com so as to be distinguished from other 
commercial e-mail that does not contain a registration 
code. Thus, the commercial mail that the user wishes to 
see is separated from all of the unregistered SPAM that 
typically clutters his or her mailbox. 

According to a further aspect of the invention, 
even for those e-mail sources or web sites that have been 
"registered" to send e-mail to a user, only specific 
types of e-mail may be authorized. For example, a user 
may authorize receiving special promotions or bills from 
a commercial site but may not want to receive general 
commercial advertising. Each specific type of mail has a 
vendor registration product code assigned thereto. When 
a user authorizes receiving a specific type of mail from 
a vendor, the vendor registration product code is stored 
for future reference by the client and forwarded to the 
vendor. When e-mail is sorted for presentation to the 
user, e-mails having the appropriate vendor registration 
code and vendor registration product code are presented 
separate from other e-mails from the same vendor that do 
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not have the authorized vendor registration product code. 
For example, a user may authorize receiving e-mails 
regarding special fares from the web site www, usair . com . 
E-mails received from www.usair.com that have the vendor 
registration product code and which presumably relate to 
special air fares are presented separately from other e- 
mails from www.usair.com that relate to issues such as, 
for example, general advertising. 

E-mails are also sorted based upon whether they 
are received from personal contacts of the user. Many e- 
mail clients provide a form of electronic rolodex in 
which users can save contact information such as names, 
telephone numbers, and addresses. One of the pieces of 
information that is often maintained by e-mail clients is 
the e-mail address of a contact. Using the contact e- 
mail address information, it is possible to classify e- 
mails that are received from existing contacts. 
Accordingly, when an e-mail is received, it is discerned 
whether the e-mail address of the sender is that of a 
person in the user's electronic contacts list or rolodex. 
If so, the e-mail is presented to the user along with 
other e-mails that have similarly been received from 
persons in the user's contact list. For example, a user 
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may have John Doe from Trenton, New Jersey in his e-mail 
contacts list. The contact information may indicate that 
John Doe's e-mail address is jdoe@aol . com . When an e- 
mail is received having the e-mail address jdoeQaol . com , 
the e-mail client recognizes it as having been received 
from a contact and presents the e-mail to the user along 
with others that have been received from persons in the 
user's contacts list. 

E-mails that are not from either a contact or 
from a registered vendor are grouped together based upon 
the type of web site from which the e-mail was forwarded. 
In a related patent application entitled "System and 
Method for Regulating E-mail," filed on the same date as 
the present application, the contents of which are hereby 
incorporated by reference in their entirety, a database 
is disclosed which comprises a list of categories of 
sources from which e-mail might be received. These 
categories are referred to herein as "e-mail source 
categories . " Typical e-mail source categories might 
include, for example, the following: large ISP - 
designating ISP's servicing a large number of users; 
medium ISP - designating ISP's servicing a medium number 
of users; small ISP - designating ISP's servicing a small 
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number of users; .gov - designating sources in the .gov 
domain; .edu - designating sources in the .edu domain; 
and .com - designating sources in the .com domain. These 
categories of e-mail sources are periodically downloaded 
from servers 110, 112, and 114 to clients 118. For e- 
mails that are not either from a contact or from a 
registered vendor, the e-mail client identifies from 
which of the source categories the e-mail was received. 
E-mails from the same source category are grouped 
together when presented to the user. For example, if an 
e-mail is received from smithgpromotions . com , and 
smith@promotions . com is neither listed in the user's 
contacts list nor a registered vendor, the e-mail is 
presented with other e-mails from unknown persons 
originating from the same source category, which might 
be, for example the ".com" source category. Thus, all of 
the e-mails from unknown or unregistered persons at the 
".com" source category are grouped together and all of 
the e-mails from unknown or unregistered persons at the 
".net" source category are similarly grouped together. 

Using the filtering capabilities of the 
inventive system, a user or postmaster may identify that 
only unwanted mail is being received from a particular 
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source. For example, it may become clear that only 
unwanted SPAM is being received from the source. 
Accordingly, a user may block e-mail from the source. 
Thus, when an e-mail is received from a source that has 
been blocked, a reply e-mail is sent to the source along 
with an indication that e-mails are no longer being 
accepted. The reply e-mail may also provide information 
on whom to contact in case there has been a mistake in 
the decision to block e-mail. 

Accordingly, users of systems and methods in 
accordance with the invention are presented with e-mails 
that have been presorted. Specifically, e-mail is 
presented to the user sorted into classifications based 
upon whether the e-mail is from a personal contact, i.e. 
someone that that the user knows, whether the e-mail is 
from a commercial vendor from whom the user has indicated 
that he or she wishes to accept commercial e-mail, or 
whether the e-mail is from an unknown source. 

Additional aspects of the invention are 
described in detail below. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other features of the invention will be further 
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apparent from the following detailed description of 
presently preferred exemplary embodiments of the 
invention taken in conjunction with the accompanying 
drawings, of which: 

Figure 1 is a high level diagram of a network 
for transmitting e-mail; 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of a computing 
system suitable for use in an embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Figure 3 is a diagram illustrating the 
functional components of a server computer or cluster of 
server computers for use in an embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Figure 4 is a diagram representing data 
entities stored in a database system in accordance with 
an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 5 is a diagram illustrating the 
functional components of a client computer for use in an 
embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 6 is a flow diagram of a method for 
registering web sites for sending e-mail; and 

Figure 7 is a flow diagram of a method for 
sorting e-mails. 

9 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

A system and method with the above-mentioned 
beneficial features in accordance with a presently 
preferred exemplary embodiment of the invention will be 
described below with reference to FIGURES 1-7. It will 
be appreciated by those of ordinary skill in the art that 
the description given herein with respect to those 
figures is for exemplary purposes only and is not 
intended in any way to limit the scope of the invention. 
All questions regarding the scope of the invention may be 
resolved by referring to the appended claims. 

The invention relates to systems and methods 
for intelligently sorting e-mail. Client e-mail software 
sorts the e-mail into classifications based upon whether 
the e-mail is from a personal contact, i.e. someone that 
that the user knows, whether the e-mail is from a 
commercial vendor from whom the user has indicated that 
he or she wishes to accept commercial e-mail, or whether 
the e-mail is from an unknown source. 

Figure 1 is a high level diagram of an 
exemplary computer network for communicating e-mail. As 
shown, three e-mail servers 110, 112, and 114 are 

10 



BELL-0105/01031 



PATENT 



operable to communicate with one another over network 

116, which may be for example, the Internet. E-mail 

servers 110, 112, and 114 may communicate e-mails but 

also may communicate web pages as well. E-mail servers 

110, 112, and 114 may be operated by an ISP, a corporate 

computer department, or any other organization with a 

mail server connected to Internet 116. Each of mail 

servers 110, 112, and 114 are accessible by client 

stations 118 from which users send and receive e-mails 

and browse web pages. Client stations 118 may connect to 

mail servers via a local area network (LAN) 12 0, as shown 

in relation to server 110, or using a remote connection 

device 122 such as, for example, a modem, as is shown in 

connection with servers 112 and 114. 

In the system of Figure 1, e-mails are composed 

at client stations 118 and forwarded to one of e-mail 

servers 110, 112, and 114. E-mail severs 110, 112, and 

114 communicate the e-mails over Internet 116 using SMTP 

and POP protocols. The e-mails are ultimately delivered 

at one of e-mail servers 110, 112, and 114. Client 

stations 118 use client e-mail software to access the e- 

mail from the servers. 

E-mail servers 110, 112, and 114 comprise e- 

11 
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mail server software. Specifically, servers 110, 112 , 
and 114 comprise simple mail transfer protocol (SMTP) and 
post office protocol (POP) software for receiving and 
routing e-mail. Those skilled in the art will recognize 
that while servers 110, 112, and 114 are depicted using a 
single machine in Figure 1, the servers may comprise a 
plurality of computing machines, i.e. more than a single 
server machine may be employed to provide the 
functionality described herein as being provided by the 
server . 

Client stations 118 comprise e-mail client 
software for communicating with e-mail servers 110, 112, 
and 114. Client stations 118 may further comprise web 
browser software for browsing web pages. Those skilled 
in the art will recognize that while client stations 118 
are depicted as desk top computers, virtually any type of 
computing machine such as, for example, a PDA, a cell 
phone, or a lap top computer are suitable as an e-mail 
client . 

E-mail servers 110, 112, and 114 as well as 
client stations 118 are generic computing systems. 
Figure 2 is a block diagram of a generic computing system 
suitable for use in a system in accordance with the 

12 
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present invention. As shown, computing device 32 0 
includes processing unit 322, system memory 324, and 
system bus 326 that couples various system components 
including system memory 324 to the processing unit 322. 
The system memory 324 might include read-only memory 
(ROM) and random access memory (RAM) . The system might 
further include hard-drive 328, which provides storage 
for computer readable instructions, data structures, 
program modules and other data. A user may enter 
commands and information into the computer 32 0 through 
input devices such as a keyboard 34 0 and pointing device 
342. A monitor 344 or other type of display device is 
also connected to the system for output. Communications 
device 343, which in one embodiment may be a modem, 
provides for communications over network 102. Processor 
322 can be programmed with instructions to interact with 
other computing systems so as to perform the algorithms 
described below with reference to Figures 6 and 7. The 
instructions may be received from network 102 or stored 
in memory 324 and/or hard drive 328. Processor 322 may 
be loaded with any one of several computer operating 
systems such as Windows NT, Windows 2000, or Linux. 

Figure 3 is a diagram of the software 
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components of e-mail servers 110 , 112, and 114. As 
shown, servers 110, 112, and 114 comprise SMTP server 
software 310, POP server software 312, regulating 
software 314, and database 316. SMTP server software 310 
operates according to known methods to route outgoing e- 
mails. POP server software 312 operates to route 
incoming e-mails according to known methods. Regulating 
software 314 operates as described in related patent 
application entitled "System and Method for Regulating 
Software" to regulate e-mail flowing between servers. 
Regulating database software 316 implements the data 
structure described below with reference to Figure 4 and 
is used to store the data used by regulating software 
314. 

Figure 4 is a diagram depicting various 
entities and relationships established in database 316. 
As shown, a database, which may be maintained by server 
110, 112, or 114, has stored therein data representing 
source categories 410. The source categories 410 
re p rese nt a list of categories of sources from which e- 
mail may be received. These categories are referred to 
herein as "e-mail source categories." Typical e-mail 
source categories might include, for example, the 

14 
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following: large ISP - designating ISP's servicing a 
large number of users; medium ISP - designating ISP's 
servicing a medium number of users; small ISP - 
designating ISP's servicing a small number of users; .gov 
- designating sources in the .gov domain; .edu - 
designating sources in the .edu domain; and .com - 
designating sources in the .com domain. Of course, other 
e-mail source categories may be used depending upon the 
type of e-mail which it is desired to regulate. 

As shown, a plurality of e-mail sources 416 may 
be associated with any one source category 410. For 
example, the ".corn" source category may have a plurality 
of e-mail sources associated therewith. Thus, sources 
such as, for example, bellsouth.com and hotmail.com may 
be related to the ".com" source category. 

Portions of database 316, specifically the 
source categories, may be periodically downloaded to 
client stations 118. This information is employed by the 
client stations 118 as described below to sort e-mail 
that is neither from a contact nor from a registered web 
site . 

Figure 5 is a diagram of the functional 
software components of client stations 118. As shown, 

15 
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client stations 118 may comprise web browser software 
510, e-mail client software 512, and sorting software 
514. Web browser software 510 allows client stations 118 
to access web pages over network 110. Web browser 
software 510 may be any one of several well-known web 
browsers such as, for example, Microsoft Internet 
Explorer or Netscape Navigator. E-mail client software 
512 allows clients to access e-mails from servers 110, 
112, and 114 and present the e-mails to a user. E-mail 
client software might be any of several well-known e-mail 
clients such as, for example, Microsoft Outlook or 
Qualcomm's Eudora. Sorting software 514 sorts the e-mail 
into classifications based upon whether the e-mail is 
from a personal contact, i.e. someone that that the user 
knows, whether the e-mail is from a commercial vendor 
from whom the user has indicated that he or she wishes to 
accept commercial e-mail, or whether the e-mail is from 
an unknown source. Further details regarding the 
operation of sorting software 514 are provided below in 
connection with the description of Figures 6 and 7. 
Those skilled in the art will recognize that while 
sorting software 514 is depicted separate from e-mail 

16 
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client software 516, it might be integrated with client 
software 516. 

According to an aspect of the invention, 
sources of commercial e-mails are registered to forward 
e-mail to a user. The registration may be a generic 
automated process or an individualized process by which 
users specify the particulars of registration for each 
web site. E-mail received from registered sources is 
sorted and presented separately from commercial e-mail 
that is not registered. 

Figure 6 is a flowchart of an individualized 
process for authorizing or registering e-mail sources to 
send e-mail to a client. In one embodiment, this method 
is implemented by a web browser that has been programmed 
to perform the recited steps. As shown, at step 610 a 
request is received at a web browser to register a 
particular e-mail source, which is typically a web page. 
At step 612, the web browser prompts the user for a 
vendor registration code, vendor information, and vendor 
registration contact purpose. The vendor registration 
code is a string of characters used to identify e-mail 
from the particular e-mail source. In one embodiment, 
vendor registration codes are defined by the user. In an 
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alternative embodiment, however, they might be defined 
automatically by the client computer. Vendor information 
is simply data about the vendor and might included 
information about the vendor such as, for example, the 
name of the vendor. Vendor registration purpose codes 
identify the purpose for which the user authorizes to 
receive e-mail. For example, there may be three classes 
of e-mail purposes - promotions; billing; and general 
advertising. The user identifies which of these he or 
she wishes to receive. A user may specify more than one 
vendor purpose code . 

At step 614, the user indicates his or her 
choices for vendor registration code, vendor information, 
and vendor purpose codes. At step 616, the client 118 
writes the vendor information to storage and at step 618, 
forwards a copy of the vendor registration code and 
vendor purpose codes to the source. 

In an alternate embodiment of the inventive 
system, registration of e-mail sources takes place via a 
generic automated process. In this alternate embodiment, 
rather than the user specifying registration information 
including the vendor registration code, vendor 
information and vendor purpose code, for each e-mail 

18 
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source, these items are automatically assigned to an e- 
mail source. Furthermore, according to this alternate 
embodiment, the registration process may be initiated by 
the e-mail sources rather than the users. Accordingly, 
5 an e-mail source may unilaterally request to register to 

send e-mail and automatically assigned a vendor 
registration code and vendor purpose codes without user 
intervention . 

Using vendor registration information that has 

10 been collected, a system in accordance with the present 

invention is operable to sort incoming e-mails as shown 
in Figure 7. At step 710, the e-mail client 118 reads an 
e-mail. At step 712, the e-mail is parsed so as to 
identify the following: the username of the sender, the 

15 source of the e-mail, the vendor registration code, and 

the vendor purpose code. At step 714, it is determined 
whether the username and source identify a contact of the 
particular user. This is determined by comparing the 
username and source to the information in the user's 

20 electronics contact list or rolodex. If at step 714, the 

username and source identify a valid contact, at step 716 
the e-mail is classified, usually by making a notation in 
the appropriate file, for presentation to the user along 
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with other e-mails that are received from personal 
contacts. At step 718 , the next e-mail is sorted. 

If the e-mail was not from a contact of the 
user, at step 72 0, it is determined whether the e-mail 
has a valid registration code. Typically this is 
performed by comparing the vendor registration code of 
the e-mail, if it in fact has one, with the list of valid 
vendor registration codes maintained by the client 118. 
If the e-mail has a valid vendor registration code, at 
step 722, it is determined whether the e-mail has a 
vendor purpose code corresponding to any that may have 
been selected by the user for the particular vendor. 
This determination is made by comparing the vendor 
purpose code from the e-mail, if any, with the vendor 
purpose codes that were saved during the registration 
process explained above in connection with Figure 6. If 
the vendor registration code and vendor purpose code 
match those provided during registration, at step 724, 
the e-mail is classified, usually by making a notation in 
the appropriate file, for presentation to the user along 
with other e-mails that are received from vendors to 
which permission has been given to forward e-mails to the 
particular user. At step 726, the next e-mail is sorted. 
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If the e-mail was received from neither a valid 
contact nor a valid source, at step 73 0 the source 
category corresponding to the e-mail source is 
identified. At step 732, the e-mail is classified, 
usually by making a notation in the appropriate file, for 
presentation with other e-mails received from the same 
source category. 

Figure 8 provides a diagram of an exemplary 
user interface for displaying sorted e-mails in 
accordance with an aspect of the invention. As shown, 
the screen comprises a first section 810 for displaying a 
list of e-mails received from the user's contacts. The 
exemplary screen further comprises a second section 812 
for displaying a list of e-mails from vendors that have 
previously registered to forward e-mails to the user. 
Finally, the exemplary screen comprises a third section 
814 for displaying e-mails that are neither from the 
user's contacts nor from a registered vendor. E-mails in 
third section 814 are grouped together the source 
category from which they were received. 

Using the filtering capabilities of the 
inventive system, a user or postmaster may identify that 
only unwanted mail is being received from a particular 
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source* For example, it may become clear that only 

unwanted SPAM is being received from a particular web 

site. Accordingly, a user may elect to block e-mail from 

the source. Thus, when an e-mail is received from a 

source that has been blocked, a reply e-mail is sent to 

the source along with an indication that e-mails are no 

longer being accepted. The reply e-mail may also provide 

information on whom to contact in case there has been a 

mistake in the decision to block e-mail. For example, 

the reply e-mail may indicate that an e-mail with the 

word "help" in the header ought to be sent to the 

postmaster. If there has been a mistake made in the 

decision to block the e-mail, this can be resolved with 

the postmaster and user. 

According to another aspect of the present 

invention, a user may specify that only e-mail from 

registered sources and from valid contacts are to be 

accepted while all e-mail from unregistered sources is to 

be blocked. If a user elects this option, e-mails from 

unregistered sources are returned to the sources along 

with instructions on how to register. The appropriate 

person at the particular source may follow the 

instructions and register their site for sending e-mail 

22 
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to the particular user. Requiring all sources to 

register provides the user with greater control over the 

e-mails they receive and ultimately with influence over 

the types of e-mails that they receive. 

Those skilled in the art understand that 

computer readable instructions for implementing the 

above -described processes, such as those described with 

reference to Figure 6 and 7, can be generated and stored 

on one of a plurality of computer readable media such as 

a magnetic disk or CD-ROM. Further, a computer such as 

that described with reference to Figure 2 may be arranged 

with other similarly equipped computers in a network, and 

each computer may be loaded with computer readable 

instructions for performing the above-described 

processes. Specifically, referring to Figure 2, 

microprocessor 322 may be programmed to operate in 

accordance with the above-described processes. 

While the invention has been described and 

illustrated with reference to specific embodiments, those 

skilled in the art will recognize that modification and 

variations may be made without departing from the 

principles of the invention as described above and set 

forth in the following claims. Accordingly, reference 

23 
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should be made to the appended claims as indicating the 
scope of the invention. 
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